The Lahkavatara Sutra 



Now we are going to cover the last Sutra that I selected for the course. That is the 
Lahkavatara Sutra. Before I talk specifically about the Sutra, I would like to put the 
Sutra in some kind of context, not only the Lahkavatara Sutra but the Sutras in 
general we were talking about. 

In the Mahayana we have a classification or the conception of the three turning of 
the wheel of Dharma. That is to say that the Buddha turned the wheel of Dharma 
three times. 

c The first time was in the Deer Park near Varanasi, where he taught the four 
noble truths and so forth. This includes all the teachings about the aggregates, 
elements and other subjects like the Interdependent Origination, Not-self and 
so on. 

c The second turning of the wheel of Dharma includes the texts that belong to 
the Perfection of Wisdom category which talk about emptiness. 

c Then there is the third turning of the wheel of Dharma, where the Buddha 
taught about the importance of mind and the role of mind. 

§ 1. Relationship Between the Perfection of Wisdom and 

the Mind-only Teaching 

Specifically, I want to draw your attention to the relationship between the Perfection 
of Wisdom teaching which is fundamentally emptiness (i.e., all factors are empty) and 
the teaching of the Mind-only tradition, which teaches the psychology found in the 
peoples' mind, in the evolution / in the appearance of the phenomenal world. So 
these two stages in the exposition of the Mahayana Philosophy are very closely 
interrelated. The Perfection of Wisdom teaches that all phenomena are empty. In that 
sense, the Perfection of Wisdom teaching leads us to an empty canvas or an empty 
stage where everything is empty. There is no form, no feeling, no eye, no ear, no 
sound and so forth. With the Perfection of Wisdom discourses we are left in an empty 
stage, an empty canvas, an empty screen. 

1.1. How Things Appear to Us Out of Emptiness 

And what does the Mind-only tradition do for us? What does the Mind-only tradition 
represented by the Lahkavatara Sutra contribute? What does the Lahkavatara Sutra 
teach us? The Lahkavatara Sutra teaches us how this emptiness comes to be filled 
up, how the world with all these things appears out of this emptiness. In reality, all is 
empty. There is nothing that existsand yet, this world appear to us as beings, objects, 
houses etc. So the Perfection of Wisdom teaching wipes out the blackboard clean. It 
teaches everything is empty; nothing exists. The Mind-only / the Mentalist tradition 
represented by the Lahkavatara Sutra tells us how this emptiness appears. How it 
comes to appear and how it comes disappear? So in that respect the Mind-only 
tradition has a great deal to contribute. And that is why a lot of insights drawn from 
the Mind-only tradition are very important. They are important in the meditative 
practices. They are important in the practices of the Bodhisattva career. 
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The Mind-only tradition made a great contribution in the career of the Bodhisattva. 
In general, I want you to appreciate the fact that whereas the Perfection of Wisdom 
teaching clears off the board, the Mind-only teaching shows us how this world 
evolves. How it happens that we do not see emptiness but we see manifold things. 
We see lot of objects. We see lot of appearances. How this happens? Why it 
happens? That is the contribution of this Mentalist tradition. I apologize to use the 
term Mentalist. It is bit eccentric term. But I do not like to call it 'Idealism' because 
the term Idealism is a term used in the western philosophy. It actually does not really 
apply to this tradition of Buddhist philosophy. I could call it Mind-only but that is 
also limited in its meaning. I would not always use the term Mentalist but I thought I 
should mention it to catch all the teachings that emphasize the role of mind. The 
central role of the mind is the formation of experience / the production of 
appearance. 

§ 2. The Lahkavatdra Sutra 

The text that contributed the concept of Mind-only is called the Larikavatara Sutra. If 
you have noticed the name this of text is Larikavatara because it was taught by the 
Buddha in the island of Ceylon or Sri Lanka. If you are interested in its date, scholars 
generally date this document to 4th or 5th cen. C.E. I underline the word document, 
because we have document and we have teaching. And the date of the document is 
not always the date of the teaching. In fact, the date of the document is generally 
later than the date of the teaching. But if you want the date of the document as a 
written composition, the scholars put the date during the 4th or 5th cen. C.E. As a 
document it is quite late. That does not mean that it was not existed in the oral 
tradition much earlier. 

2.1. Influence of the Sutra 

Now, the Larikavatara Sutra is extremely important. It has tremendous influence 
especially in the countries like China and Japan. The Larikavatara is said to be the 
favorite Sutra of Bodhidharma. Bodhidharma, of course, took the dhyana (Pali: jhana) 
tradition to China, where it came to be known as Ch'an and the same came to be 
known as Zen in Japan. Bodhidharma was, of course, tremendously influential figure. 
He did not receive a very warm welcoming partly because he did not please the 
Emperor. He was taken to visit one of the powerful Buddhist Emperor of China who 
also constructed many monasteries and made many gifts to the Sahgha and so forth. 
The Emperor asked Bodhidharma how much merit the Emperor has accumulated by 
his good work. Like a good Mahayanist who was conversant with the Perfection of 
Wisdom teaching, Bodhidharma answered 'no merit.' The Emperor did not study the 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras or the Diamond Sutra where 'no merit' implies great 
merit. The Emperor was quite upset and chased him out. Bodhidharma went up in 
the mountain and stayed there for six years until the disciples finally came and found 
him there. And that was the beginning of the story of the Ch'an tradition in China. So 
the Lahkavatdra is very important particularly in the East Asia. 

2.2. The Larikavatara and Yogacara School 

The text is very large, not like the Heart Sutra at all but more like the Lotus Sutra. And 
it is a very complex and complicated text. It repeats itself and not an easy text to 
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follow. I will try my best to highlight the main points of the text. We will also read 
some excerpts from the text itself and try to understand the meanings from those 
excerpts. The Lahkavatara is not the only text that teaches about the importance of 
the mind. There are number of other texts that also teache the importance of the 
mind. Another text that is fundamental to this tradition in the Mahayana thought is 
the Dasabhumika Sutra (the Sutra of the Ten Stages). It is one of the major Mahayana 
Sutras. The theme of the Sutra is the Bodhisattva career to obtain Buddhahood. 

Now, the Lahkavatara and the Dasabhumika are the canonical foundation of one of 
the major Mahayana schools. We will be talking about these two major Mahayana 
schools in the second half of this course. 

o The one school is the Madhyamaka school founded by Nagarjuna based on 

the teachings of the Prajhaparamita and which instructs people on emptiness, 
c The other is the Yogacara shool, which has its basis on the Sutras like the 
Lahkavatara and the Dasabhumika and some other texts. This school has 
various names. It is also called by the name Vijhanavada and sometimes it is 
called Cittamatra or Cittamatrika. 

These names have different meanings. Yogacara refers to the union of meditation 
and action. 'Yoga' refers to meditation and 'acara' refers to action. So it is called 
Yogacara. Meditation was important in this tradition because meditation supplies 
some of the primary evidence for the idea that the mind creates object, that the 
mind creates reality. It is important because even in the meditation practices when 
one meditates, according to the classical Theravada text Visuddhimagga by 
Buddhaghosa, the kasina, the support in the meditation tends to become a mental 
support and not a physical one. So there is a projection or creation of the object of 
meditation by the mind. So this is very early and fundamental illustration of the 
capacity of the mind to create or generate object. So this, of course, is the central 
idea of this school. This school also is known by the name Vijhanavada, the Doctrine 
of Consciousness and it is also called Cittamatra or Cittamatrika, the Mind-only 
School or Just Mind School. So these are the three names of the school that are 
established on the basis of the teaching of the Lahkavatara Sutra. The school was 
founded by the two brothers Asahga and Vasubandhu. We will learn about them in 
the second part of this course, which will concentrate on the Sastra literature. 

§ 3. Consciousness 

The central teaching of the Lahkavatara is the primacy of consciousness, the fact that 
the consciousness is the main mover, the main actor in the phenomenal world. The 
fact is that everything is created by mind; everything is created by consciousness. 
Now, before we had lot of questions about what is the difference between citta, 
vijhana and so forth? To answer that question we quote Vasubandhu. According to 
Vasubandhu, a very learned, competent and great exponent of the Mind-only or 
Mentalist school, citta, manas and vijhana are all synonyms. So need not worry about 
different terms and their meanings. Generally, you have to remember one thing that 
in the Buddhist tradition, Buddhists used language very flexibly and liberally. The 
terms came in and out of fashion. The same sort of phenomena and function might 
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be denoted by different terms in the different text and use the term, which is the 
fashion at the time. Wittgenstein, a western philosopher and linguist says, "when you 
want to understand a word, do not ask for it's meaning, ask for its use." How the 
word used is important, not the word itself. Take the word 'icon' as an example. 
Initially, it means a holy image but now normally it means one of the things in the 
computer. But that was not the case fifty or thirty years ago. Now it means differently 
because it has different use. So the words change according to their usage. I 
mentioned this not to avoid any potential concern about the use of different 
terminology. 

So the Lahkavatara basically teaches that everything is a creation of mind. The 
particular phrase does occur in the Dasabhumika Sutra. (It might be also in the 
Lahkavatara). The three spheres {dhatu), the kamadhatu, the rupadhatu and the 
arupadhatu, in the Buddhist cosmology, are just mind. The three spheres are just 
creations of mind. This is the fundamental teaching of the Sutra and this is the 
fundamental teaching of this tradition. Consciousness is possible to everything. 
Everything is just creation of mind itself. The world we experience around us - name, 
form, living being - all of these are simply the manifestation of mind. Once again we 
can recall the first verse of the Dhammapada and think for a moment how we can 
translate the term 'dharma' or 'factor' contained in that verse. Because I told you 
earlier that people sometime like to translate the first verse of the Dhammapada as: 
'Mind is the forerunner of all mental states, all mental states are mind made.' But you 
do not necessarily have to translate dharma as mental state. You can translate as 
factors in existence. And if you translate it as factor in existence then, of course, the 
first verse will run like this: 'Mind is the forerunner of all factors in existence. All 
factors in existence are mind made.' And that is exactly the same meaning, the same 
import that is carried by the Lahkavatara and the Dasabhumika. According to the 
view, mind is the creator of the whole world, of the three dhdtus. Now how exactly 
that happens? How is the mind the creator? The mind is the creator through the 
function of discrimination. This appears clearly in the Lahkavatara Sutra and other 
texts that belong to the Cittamatra tradition. It is also suggested in the 
Prajhdpdramita literature. This is not anything particularly new. But it is new as it is 
presented in a radical manner. 

3.1. Mind Creates Everything Through Discrimination 

'Discrimination' is one of the many words for many varieties of mental function. Here 
in the text discrimination is used as a translation for the Sanskrit term vikalpa. That is 
very commonly used to explain or to designate that mental function that produces 
an object. Here also we can understand something about the meaning of vikalpa by 
examining the word. Vikalpa means mental act, mental act of understanding, mental 
projection, discrimination and so on. Discrimination is an acceptable translation but it 
is not the only translation for this sort of mental activity. We can even call it 
imagination. We can call it conceptualization. And along side we have whole lot of 
variable related terminology like parikalpa, samaropita etc. All these terms refer to 
the mental act of attribution, of division, of individuation and so forth. Now let me 
express this in more simpler and practical term so that you have an idea what exactly 
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I am talking about. And of course, I am borrowing in some extent from the traditional 
Mahayana practice or Mahayana in practice to find out how a Mahayana practitioner 
is instructed to understand this function. 

Eventually, when we talk about discrimination, we talk about subject-object duality 
and if discrimination refers, primarily, to the subject-object duality, what in fact do we 
refer to? What are we talking about? We are talking about that process, which is 
based upon the conception of T, an ego or a subject. Now, once we have a 
conception of a subject, we also have a conception of an object. This is how we all 
perceive the world. All of us (unless there is someone with high spiritual attainment) 
perceive the world in terms of T and 'other', in terms of subject and object. There is 
Peter and there is a table, there is a tea cup, there are all of you. Except the subject 
Peter the rest all are 'other.' So we have 'self and 'other'; subject and object. Basically 
this is the pattern. We all see in terms of T and 'other.' And once you have this 
duality you have whole lot of trouble. Why do you have trouble? Because then you 
begin to distinguish, begin to discriminate. You will say, there is T and there is 
'other.' Some of the things, which come under the category of 'other' you like, and 
some of them you do not. For example, I like tea. Tea is an object, which is 'other' 
and pleasant to me. If there is a teetotaler for him tea that is 'other' and will be 
unpleasant. So as soon as you have 'self and 'other' that you have some 'other' that 
you like. You want to hold on to that 'other' you like and that 'other' you do not like 
you will get rid of it. So this division between subject and object leads to attachment 
and aversion. This is actually how we explain the mechanism of getting entangled in 
samsara, getting entangles in the circle of birth and death and so forth. It happens in 
this way. We have self and we have other things, which are attracted to us, and we 
want to acquire them. There are some other things, which are unpleasant to us and 
we want to eliminate them, get rid of them, destroy them. This is another way of 
describing the fundamental triad of afflictions {klesas); attachment, aversion and 
ignorance. In the basic Abhidharma analysis believing in "V is ignorance. It not only 
believing in T, the mind also believes in objects. When you have subject you also 
have an object. You do not have a subject without an object. So ignorance is the 
subject-object duality. On one hand, the subject-object duality leads to greed, 
attachment, acquisitiveness, appropriation, grasping to all things for oneself. On the 
other hand, it leads to negative attitude, to aversion; things we hate or do not like, 
we want to destroy. Now there is this triad of ignorance, the subject-object duality 
leading to the mechanism of acquisitiveness or appropriation that we believe certain 
things to be favorable and pleasant to us, and those other things that we believe to 
be unpleasant to ourselves. These attitudes are mental conditions. This triad of 
ignorance, attachment and aversion is like a triangle standing on its tip. The triangle 
standing on its tip is the ignorance, and the attachment and the aversion are on its 
either side. Because it is standing on its point, it is always liable to tip over to 
aversion on one side or tip over to attachment on the other side. It does not stay 
stable. Because it (T or 'ignorance') comes in contact with different objects, it likes 
them or does not like them. Now what happens? When we like something we try to 
get it, we grab it, hold on to it. When we do not like something, we try to destroy it. 
So it leads to karma and karma, of course, leads to rebirth. The cycle of birth and 
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death leads to samsara. So this discrimination, which is subject-object duality, leads 
to attachment and aversion; it leads to action. Because we get into action of getting 
something we want and getting rid of those things that we do not want, that leads to 
karma and karma leads to rebirth, the cycle of birth and death. This is how the whole 
wheel of samsara gets rolling. Now if we get freed from the subject-object duality, if 
we get freed of discrimination {vikalpa), then attachment and aversion will disappear 
and karma would not be produced and then we can talk about achieving nirvana, 
achieving freedom. So when the text says, everything is produced by mind and it 
appears to the world as 'other' as the result of discrimination, what is it talking 
about? It is talking about the discrimination between subject and object, the duality 
of subject and object that precipitates attachment and aversion and action, which 
determines the future rebirth. Rebirth in the sense where we will be reborn? What 
will be the shape of our body? What will be the shape of the world around us? All of 
these are the result of our previous actions. Actions occur because of attachment and 
aversion fueled by subject-object duality. Subject-object duality occurs because of 
the function of discrimination, the fundamental function of dividing things into 
subject and object. 

So this is the message of the text. This is what the text says about how the 
phenomenal world {loka) evolves, how the samsara evolves? The real nature of the 
mind is without subject-object discrimination. The mind is not necessarily affected by 
discrimination. The mind in its own nature is not polluted by discrimination, and 
transcends existence and non-existence. Mind in its original state goes beyond 
conception of identity and difference, permanence and impermanence. Mind is 
beyond self and substance. It is beyond karma and causation. So the real intrinsic 
nature of the mind is pure. The real nature of the mind is beyond all the dualities like 
existence and non-existence, identity and difference, permanence and 
impermanence, subject and object and self and substance. It is also beyond karma. 
The self can be described as subject and the things as object. In that sense the real 
nature of the mind is beyond causality, karma and all of these conditions of dualities. 
This mind is disturbed or if you like polluted / stirred by the mental function of 
discrimination, conceptualization, mental projection, mental construction or mental 
fabrication. There are many terms like prapahca, vikalpa, parikaipita, samaropita to 
describe the mental activity of breaking up, dividing, projecting or constructing 
objects and so on. Now if all these can be eliminated, then we are left with the purity 
of mind that is beyond all the dualities of existence and non-existence and so forth. 

The fundamental / original nature of the mind if we recall, even according to the Pali 
texts, is pure and luminous without any pollution. What happens is that the subject- 
object duality disturbs the calm and pure original nature of the mind and results in 
the proliferation of objects. It results in the proliferation of duality. Firstly, in the form 
of subject-object duality and secondly, in the multiple objects of the world. And then 
the revulsive inclination / aversion in the one hand and the attachment on the other 
hand takes place. And then, of course, in turns it generates karma that creates the 
cycle of birth and death. So that is the fundamental teaching of the school of Mind- 
only. 
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Everything is created by mind and we are in process of creation of multiple worlds 
and multiple object and so forth. That is the result of discrimination which is played 
upon the original transcendental indescribable pure nature of the mind that is 
beyond existence and non-existence. This happens when the pure mind is polluted 
or tainted by stains. In other words, it is the discrimination between subject-object , 
the initial discrimination of subject-object duality, the real division between self and 
other that creates the whole evolutionary process leading to the cycle of birth and 
death or to samsara. 

§ 4. The Aiayavijhana 

(Read, The Tree of Enlightenment, pp. 150-152.) It tends to communicate or to 
illustrate its relationship among 

o the aiayavijhana, — > ocean 

c the klista manas (the afflicted mind) and — > wind 

c the six empirical consciousnesses. — >waves 

There we get back to the simile of the ocean, the wind and the wave. The ocean is 
like store consciousness {aiayavijhana). By nature it is calm; by nature it is tranquil. 
The afflicted mind {klista manas) like wind stirs up the surface of the ocean because 
of the subject-object discrimination (which we talked about above). The afflicted 
mind as the great and powerful wind disturbs the peacefulness and calmness of the 
ocean, which is aiayavijhana and stirs up waves. These waves are the six everyday 
empirical consciousnesses, which of course are agitated and disturbed. They are 
always in the state of agitation because afflicted mind or here, the wind. If we take 
some time and observe our own experience, we notice that for some reason or other 
our consciousnesses are agitated because of sensory stimuli like something to see, 
something to hear, something to touch or some sort of thought process. All these 
processes create agitation. So this is the imagery that the Lahkavatara offer us. 

It gives a visual impression of the relationship between the storehouse 
consciousness, the afflicted mind and the six empirical consciousnesses. 

c Aiayavijhana or the store consciousness is like the ocean, 

c the afflicted mind or klista manas is like the wind and 

c the everyday consciousnesses are like the waves. 

4.1.1. The klista manas (The Afflicted Consciousness) 

Now the klista manas, the afflicted consciousness, in this context, is the activity of 
discrimination, of conceptualization, of bifurcation and dichotomization. It breaks 
things into subject and object. This is clear enough. You can recall back that we 
talked about affliction and how afflictions are the roots of our entanglement in 
samsara. I also talked about ignorance of being subject-object duality and how the 
subject-object duality inevitably leads to appropriation or acquisitiveness on the one 
hand, and hatred, dislike, aversion and so forth on the other. So on the one hand, we 
have aversion, hatred, anger and so on and on the other hand, we have attachment, 
greed, wish to acquire, wish to appropriate. So this klista manas turns up the tranquil 
and calm original nature of the store consciousness, the aiayavijhana and produces 
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the waves, the agitation of everyday experience. So we can call this klista manas, the 
afflicted consciousness as the seed of discrimination and subject-object duality. It is 
the ego principle. It is the bad boy. In the analogy, it is the troublemaker. The klista 
manas, the afflicted consciousness has created the agitation of ordinary senses. This 
is again very close to the real meaning of klesa. Because klesa although often is 
translated as 'defilement,' it really means something that causes us trouble. 
Therefore, I like to translate klesa as 'affliction' than 'defilement.' So afflicted 
consciousness causes trouble. It disturbs the peace of the storehouse consciousness 
and it whirls up. It produces the agitation, the waves in the empirical 
consciousnesses. 

So how this process works? Let's say that initially we have storehouse consciousness, 
which is tranquil. Its surface is disturbed by the wind of discrimination, by the wind of 
conception of T and 'other' that brings about the subject-object duality, which in 
turn generate attachment and aversion towards objects, and so on. So it creates 
agitation in the six sense spheres. Now the agitation in the six-sense spheres in turn 
creates experiences and it creates karma. Above I talked how klesa, the subject- 
object duality and its implicit association with attachment and aversion creates 
karma. Because, naturally, once we conceive our desire or once we conceive of object 
as desirable then we act to get that. When we see that an object is desirable then we 
act, we reach out to get that object. And that is karma. If there is something we 
dislike we try to get rid of that. And that is also karma. So the afflicted consciousness 
leads naturally to karma. And that goes on in our every day life. We get agitated by 
the subject-object duality, by attachment and aversion and as a result we act. We act 
to get things, which are pleasant, and we act to get rid of those things, which are 
unpleasant. Now what happens? What happens is that we build up experiences; we 
build up mental impressions. Our mind becomes familiar with certain things. That is 
how we function in the world. We function in the world because we have certain 
sense impressions. When we have experienced jack fruit before and if we see jack- 
fruit once again, for example,, we know that it is called jack-fruit and not mango. 

4.1.2. Samskara (Mental Formations) and Vdsand (Mental 
Impression / Habit Energy) 

Samskara is what refers to the past. The present is the result of what we have done in 
the past. But then we also translate samskara as 'volition,' which means something to 
do with the present. And actually both are correct. The problem is the inability of 
having the English translation covering the whole meaning of samskara. The word 
samskara means what comes from the past but it also means what we do right now 
at present. Now, of course, chances are that in the past you have never eaten jack- 
fruit and you hated jack-fruit and now at present when you are presented with a 
jack-fruit, you may also refuse to eat it. That might be as a result of your previous 
karmic formation, the samskara which you have formed from the past with regard 
with to jack-fruit. But you might one fine day just decide to eat jack-fruit and find out 
what it is like. That would be volitional aspect of samskara. So even though you may 
likely refuse to eat jack-fruit because you have not eaten before but there is always 
the possibility that one day you might like to try the jack-fruit, and then you may like 
it. The 'mental formation', which is formed from the past and the 'volition', which is 
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an action of present, is covered by the word samskara. So the word samskara ends 
up with this kind of twofold function. One that gives us certain habit from the past 
just like smoking cigarette, for example. People have samskara; people have habit for 
smoking cigarette. So it is very difficult to give it up. But then they can give it up 
when they decide to give it up and stop smoking cigarette. That is the present 
volitional aspect. It is the change that you make up in your mind by an active will and 
do something differently. So samskara also has an active dimension. The point is that 
when we have sense experiences they create habit energy or they create impression 
in the mind. One great common term in the Mahayana tradition that we use is 
vasana, which is translated as 'sense impression' or 'mental impression.' The same 
way as the samskaras or mental formations are built up so also these vasanas are 
built up. Vasanas are little bit like rivers and streams that form their courses. When 
the rain falls on the hills, it tends to come down the hill, then it finds some channel 
and as the rain repeatedly falls and the water continues to flow through the channel, 
the channel becomes established. That does not means that some time due to some 
reason, once in a while, the course of the river or stream cannot be changed. It can 
be changed, and sometimes it does. 

You know the stories about the rivers changing their courses because of earthquake, 
flood and diverse reasons. So even these mental impressions are not set in stones. 
Just like that samskara can change according to the circumstances. But they do form 
as the result from experiences. The connection can be real or it can be simply 
imagined. So for example, in a previous situation you ate jack-fruit and broken out in 
rash or had upset stomach. So you think jack-fruit does not agree with you. Then you 
form this impression, which carries on. It may not be true. I know one person who 
was always allergic to one particular fruit but couple of months ago he ate that fruit 
and had no reaction whatsoever. So sometimes the false impression builds up. There 
is no connection; they are just mental ideas. The experiences we go through from 
day to day, the experience that we get from six ordinary senses produce sense 
impression, habit energy and so forth. 

And we also engage in karma; we do certain things. All of these do not imply only 
the impressions of objects like jack-fruit and other things like airplane, houses, 
clothing, gold, precious stones or anything we come across with in our daily 
experiences. Those, of course, are the impressions of objects but we also act in a 
certain ways with regard to those objects. We do not eat jack-fruit or we eat jack- 
fruit. There are whole bunch of actions based on our attachment and aversion. We 
talked about this above when I was elucidating this point. 

4.1.3. Blja (Karmic Seed) = Vasana (Habitual Energy) 

When we have this subject-object duality, when we have displays so to speak of the 
objects we choose and discard. We like one and do not like another. And that leads 
to karma. We act in course of what we like and what we do not like. Now this karma 
creates the karmic force. The terminology for this karmic force in the Lahkavatara 
and in the Yogacara and other Mentalist schools is blja, the karmic seed. These seeds, 
these impressions are deposited again in the alayavijhana. So I am suggesting that 
this process is circular. This circle, which I have drawn on the board, goes clock wise. 
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It begins with storehouse consciousness, and then you have klista manas, which 
agitate the storehouse consciousness. This leads to six ordinary empirical sense 
consciousnesses. The six empirical sense consciousnesses create impressions or 
experiences or seeds of sense experiences. They get the living beings entangled with 
karma. These impressions of the sense experiences and the seeds of karma go back 
or get stored into the alayavijhana. That is when the wind of discrimination / the 
function of discrimination, which resides in the klista manas plays on the 
alayavijhana then again it generates waves of the six empirical sense 
consciousnesses and it tend to generate the waves of experiences of ordinary life, the 
experiences of six common sense consciousnesses. It tends to generate those 
experiences kind of or similar to seeds that were deposited in the storehouse 
consciousness over the course of previous lives which comprises all the sense 
experiences and the karma that we collected in the previous lives. So we have this 
sort of circle. 

We have the storehouse consciousness {alayavijhana), which, of course, some people 
refer as sub-conscious mind. Obviously, this is because of its similarity with the 
notion of sub-conscious mind. And how this is conditioned? This is conditioned by 
the previous experiences or karma of previous lives that agitated afresh by the wind 
of discrimination, by the subject-object duality, by the ego principle. And it results 
again in sense experiences. Those sense experiences, very often, are much in line with 
the previous sense experiences that were stored as karmic seeds in the alayavijhana 
in the previous existences. And again our ordinary day to day experiences in turn get 
back or perfume the seeds in the alayavijhana, into the database if you like. This 
whole process continues in a circular manner, which is samsara, cycle of birth and 
death, the world as we know it. So this is how the eight consciousnesses function in 
order to evolve into the samsara / into birth and death / into the phenomenal world. 

4.2. The Alayavijhana and the Buddha -Nature 

The afflicted mind or klista manas is the wind. It stirs up the waves, which are the six 
ordinary sense consciousnesses. In other word, the world we know here and now 
everyday, we are constantly involved with interaction with the six consciousnesses 
and we act according to our impulses with our attachment or aversion which lead to 
karma. All of these in turn are recorded or stored or downloaded in storehouse 
consciousness once again. They become, so to speak, materials for the next birth / 
next life. 

Now, this is the bad news because it means we go around and around in samsara. 
We keep on downloading karmic seed, sense impression from day to day and store 
them up and it comes up looking a lot like what we had before. It may be a little 
different but in general it is still birth and death. It is still samsara and we go around 
and around as ordinary living beings with our dualistic conception, with our 
ignorance, with our attachment and aversion, with our afflicted mind, with our 
subject-object duality and so forth. If you look at this kind of picture it is pretty 
depressing to think you are going around and around. But the alayavijhana has more 
potential than that. It does not have to work this way. The key, of course, is to 
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eliminate discrimination, to discriminate subject-object duality. The thing to 
remember about alayavijhana (the storehouse consciousness) is that it is basically 
tranquil, calm and pure. I do not know how to translate alayavijhana in Chinese. Is it 
same as Sanskrit? This is interesting because in Tibetan it is not translated literally. 
This is quite unusual because in general the Tibetans have translated the Buddhist 
technical terms very literally, quite close to the Sanskrit meaning. But in the case of 
the alayavijhana instead of alayavijhana, they translate it as "kun gzhi", which means 
all things. So in Tibetan the alayavijhana is known as 'all based consciousness' or 'the 
base of all consciousnesses.' The idea is that the alayavijhana is the source for of 
both samsara and nirvana. And you remember when I was teaching the 
Prajnaparamita text I said that there is really no distinction between samsara and 
Nirvana. They are basically the same thing. What distinguishes samsara from nirvana 
is your point of view. And I referred to the stanzas from the Mulamadhyamakakarika 
of Nagarjuna where he says, "If you take things as caused and interdependent you 
get samsara, if you take things as non-caused and non-interdependent you get 
Nirvana." So the samsara and the nirvana are just point of view according to the 
Mahayana philosophy. Samsara and nirvana are the result of how we see things. 
They are not independent objective reality. They are subjective reality dependent on 
our mind. So here in this system also the conception is similar. The alaya, if you allow 
it to be agitated by discrimination of subject-object duality, by the afflicted 
consciousness, then we have birth and death, the cycle of samsara. But if we can 
eliminate the defilement, the affliction, the discrimination, and the function of 
afflicted consciousness, then the alayavijhana can give us nirvana. The all based 
consciousness can appear in the form of nirvana. It can manifest itself in the form of 
Buddhahood. And this occurs by purifying the afflictions. 

4.2.1. The Buddha Nature 

So this is the origin of the notion of what we call the Buddha-nature. Lots of people 
talk about the Buddha-nature. There are lots of jokes that people make about the 
Buddha-nature. Some of the jokes are pretty good. One Zen master was asked if he 
could show them the Buddha-nature, the Zen master then replied, "woph, woph." He 
barked like a dog. So this is the idea of the origin of the Buddha-nature. I do not 
know the exact term of the Buddha-nature. The term that is used in the text is the 
Tathagatagarbha and I think that is loosely translated as the Buddha-nature. Actually, 
the Tathagatagarbha means the womb or the source of the Tathagatas. This is one of 
the interesting aspects of the Lahkavatara Sutra. All the Mentalist traditions in the 
Mahayana philosophy teach the identification or the relation between the 
alayavijhana and the Tathagatagarbha. In what way are the alayavijhana and the 
Tathagatagarbha related? How does the alayavijhana leads to Tathagatagarbha, 
leads to Buddha-nature or the potential attainment of Buddhahood? What is about 
the alayavijhana that makes it potentially enlightened, leading to Buddhahood? 

4.3. The Real Nature of the Consciousness is Pure 

The first thing we should remember in the text is that the real nature of the 
consciousness is pure. This, of course, we saw even in the Theravada texts, where it 
says that the consciousness by nature is pure, featureless, and luminous like a jewel. 
So the real nature of consciousness, the profound aspect of consciousness, which in 
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this tradition is known as the alayavijhana, the storehouse or all based 
consciousness, is pure, luminous and shining like a jewel. Now, it is pure and it is also 
empty. This is something you need to remember, because lot of people become 
confused when we talk about the mind. When we talk about the original nature of 
consciousness as pure, they think it is pure in opposed to something dirty. That is 
true but the purity of alayavijhana is actually its emptiness. Emptiness and purity are 
virtually synonyms. Remember when I was talking above about emptiness, I said 
emptiness is not existence and not non-existence. It is not existence because all 
factors come to an end. It is not non-existence because things appear. The aspect of 
emptiness, which is not non-existence, is pure. It is pure luminosity. It is pure 
brightness. Someone was asking about consciousness and where consciousness is 
planted and so on? What the Buddha said about consciousness is actually quite 
simple. It is what lights up. If we did not have consciousness, we would not be aware 
of anything. We would be like stick and stones. We would not have any senses. 

Consciousness means light. It is something that lightens up our experiences. It is little 
bit like the way that normally we describe the consciousness. The consciousness 
provides a little candle in the middle of the dark universe. Consciousness is what 
lightens things up. So consciousness is luminous. It is shining. And most importantly, 
it is also empty because it is beyond all dualities of subject and object, existence and 
non-existence, identity and difference, permanence and impermanence. The purity of 
the transcendental consciousness, the original nature of consciousness is empty. Its 
emptiness is equal to its purity. 

4.3.1. Consciousness Is Like Gold 

We have a number of examples of the nature of consciousness, the store 
consciousness in the text Lahkavatara. Here I am talking about the fundamental 
consciousness not about the ordinary empirical consciousnesses. Some people call it 
primal consciousness. There are some similes and examples to explain the nature of 
this original consciousness called the alayavijhana. Sometimes it is explained by the 
example of gold. Now the gold has to be refined and purified. In its natural state you 
do not find purified gold. You generally find gold mixed up with impurities. So gold 
has to be refined in order to get pure gold. In that sense, the nature of consciousness 
is just like the gold in the sense that normally our experiences are mixed up with 
defilements. If we can purify the defilements just as we refine gold then we can get 
pure consciousness; we can get the original purity and luminosity of consciousness, 
not dull and dirty consciousness tainted by various impurities. 

4.3.2. Jewel 

Another example that is given in the text is the example of a jewel. A jewel also you 
do not find bright, brilliant and clean. Most of us if we tripped over a diamond in its 
original state we would not even notice it. Because the diamond, in its rock state, is 
just like an ordinary stone. It has to be cleaned of its covering of other minerals to 
make it shine. That is the case with most of the gemstones. You do not come across 
with shining gems, which you find in the jewelry stores. They are covered with 
impurities, which have to be removed so that the brightness and the purity of gem 
can shine. In the same way mind in its ordinary experience is covered with 
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defilements / with impurities / with karmic dirt if you like. That is why you do not see 
its pure nature and its clarity. So it is like a jewel. 

Again the consciousness is like a cloth. A cloth when dirty cannot be in its original 
color or original condition. It has to be cleansed or washed so that you can see its 
actual whiteness. If you pick up a dirty cloth and you find it white that means the 
cloth has been washed off its impurity. In the same way the nature of consciousness 
is pure but it is covered up by impurities, defilements and so forth. 

The idea is that you can purify or remove these impurities that cover up, obscure the 
purity, the brilliance of consciousness. You can remove these through the practice of 
the Bodhisattva or the Buddhist path in general. You can remove these afflictions 
through following the path step by step. So by the practices you remove the 
afflictions gradually; step-by-step you can remove attachment, aversion and 
ignorance. 

4.4. The Buddha-nature is Empty and Pure 

I often cite the example of a crystal. Now the crystal does not have any color of its 
own; crystal is clear. If you put a crystal against the blue background the crystal 
appears to be blue. If you put against the red background the crystal will look red. 
But the crystal without any background color is colorless; perfectly clear and pure. In 
the same way if you take the original mind and you pollute or dirty it with ignorance, 
attachment, aversion, subject-object duality etc. then that crystal will appear in the 
mode of an ordinary, un-emancipated living being. If we take that mind and instead 
of obscuring it by ignorance, attachment and aversion, purify these defilements, 
ignorance by wisdom, and substitute attachment with renunciation, aversion with 
love and compassion, then that original mind will appear in the form of a Buddha or 
a Bodhisattva or in the form of an Enlighten person. Likewise, the nature of a crystal 
is pure without any nature of its own. It is the emptiness. The emptiness and purity of 
mind are thus synonymous. 

It is also true that nobody's mind without emptiness could ever become a Buddha; 
nobody could ever become an Enlightened one. Because if there is something like a 
real identity, a real svabhava existing independently by its own right then the whole 
world would become frozen. Forever we would be what we are. If we have self- 
existence, if we have a substantial personality then we would all stay just the way we 
are in eternity. Is that not a terrible thought? How can you like to be just exactly the 
way you are for eternity? Some people might think that is a good idea. To me it 
sounds terrible. It means that we would have our own fixed nature and that nature 
could never be changed. But we can make progress, if we do not have a fixed nature. 
To change the condition and you change your personality and that is why we can 
make progress. That is why Buddhism is optimistic. That is why Buddhism says you 
can become a stream winner, an Arhat, a Buddha, a Bodhisattva or whatever, because 
it is all have to do with changing the condition. 
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Now, I am going to tell you a story about the Bodhisattva path, the alayavijhana, the 
all based consciousness, the emptiness of mind and so forth, recounted by a very 
famous Tibetan master, Dezhung Rimpoche. Unfortunately, he is no longer any more. 
He explains: just imagine that there is a lump of bronze. Someone decides to make a 
chamber pot out of this bronze. Chamber pots are old-fashioned vessels that are 
kept under the bed used by the people if they have to answer the call of the nature 
during the night. This chamber pot would be an object of disgust to everyone and 
nobody give any importance to it. Suppose this chamber pot at some point is melted 
down and turned into a beautiful container, an offering bowl for the purpose of 
offering water to the shrine, then everyone would admire its beauty and moreover, it 
will also be regarded as sacred because it is used for offering water to the Buddha on 
the shrine. Now again at some point this beautiful offering bowl was melted down 
and this time the metal worker makes it into an image of the Buddha and this 
Buddha image was put on one of the householder's shrine. Then, at this point, it 
becomes an object of veneration and respect. At this point, the image of the Buddha 
becomes the most sacred object of worship. So the point is that the lump of bronze 
in its own nature is pure and empty. This empty, pure stuff is our Buddha nature. The 
empty pure state is the real nature of our original mind Which is empty and pure like 
the lump of bronze. It is nothing in particular. You can defile it just like a chamber 
pot and use it for all kinds of dirty works conditioned by attachment, aversion, 
hatred, greed etc. This is the state of an ordinary sentient beings that circle endlessly 
in the circle of birth and death in samsara without ever finding any way out. In other 
words just like the chamber pot, when the original pure mind is covered up and 
polluted by the afflictions, there is this endless circling of birth and death of ordinary 
sentient beings. 

When you get on the path and begin to practice whichever path you choose -the 
Theravada or the Mahayana - then you become like an offering vessel. Then you 
become something worthy of admiration. Now you are not an ordinary vessel, now 
you have abandoned afflictions and defilements. Now you are working toward 
Enlightenment, toward emancipation, toward freedom. You are performing the 
conduct of the follower of the path. You are trying to cleanse yourself. You are 
engage in the activity for the purification, for pursue of an ideal, the ideal of 
Buddhahood. So at this point, you are the practitioner like the vessel that is used for 
worshiping, for offering water on the shrine. The vessel is like a practitioner, someone 
who is trying to observe good conduct, help other people, purify one's mind. The 
Buddha said, "avoid evil, do good and purify the mind. This is the teaching of all the 
Buddhas." People ask what is the common teaching of the Theravada and the 
Mahayana. This one teaching holds good for all the traditions, the Theravada, fthe 
Mahayana and also the Vajrayana. So at this point, just like the lump of bronze, the 
empty, pure nature of the mind becomes shiny and worthy of respect because of the 
practices. And then eventually, all living beings who are practicing the path will 
achieve the final goal, the enlightenment, the Buddhahood. Then one really becomes 
the object of worship. At that point, this lump of bronze, which was initially used to 
carry urine and excrement as a chamber pot, becomes an image of the Buddha. The 
ordinary human being who is completely entangled in afflictions of attachment, 
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aversion, hatred and unwholesome actions and transmigrating from one rebirth to 
another, gradually changes his condition. He transforms himself to a virtuous 
practitioner. He follows the path. He purifies himself. He purifies his afflictions and 
eventually, he becomes pure and an emancipated one, someone worthy for worship. 
He becomes either an Arhat or a Buddha or a Bodhisattva. 

The chamber pot transformed completely and why it transformed? Because, that 
chamber pot did not have a nature of a chamber pot. It just happened to be a 
chamber pot because it was subjected or conditioned by the circumstances, by the 
fact that it was made for the purpose of urinating etc. Similarly, ordinary human 
being did not have the nature of a practitioner. But one becomes a practitioner 
through practice. And one potentially can become a Buddha because one does not 
have a nature of one's own. So given a right condition one will become a Buddha. 
Take an ordinary living being as a practitioner, let him or her practice sincerely and 
eventually, he/she will become pure and refined. The pure nature of mind, the 
radiant, the luminosity, the jewel of mind will emerge. So instead of form of 
defilement it will appear in the form of an enlightened being. 

So, that is the point when we talk about the Buddha-nature, the Tathagatagarbha. 
We all are potentially Buddhas. That does not mean that you are already a Buddha. It 
means we all are potentially Buddhas. We all have potentiality to become Buddha. It 
would be really deprecating because if we did not have the potential to become 
Buddha. What will we be? When we have the potential to become Buddha, there 
should not be any barrier to achieve enlightenment. And in fact, there is no barrier 
because our original nature is basically pure and empty, which comes to same thing; 
purity and emptiness are equivalent. 

4.5. Is the Alayavijnana same as Soul 

At this point the question is whether or not the alayavijnana, the storehouse 
consciousness is a soul? This question is asked quite a lot by the non-Buddhists and 
Buddhists alike. Of course, the answer is that the alayavijnana is not soul because 
soul is static. It does not change. It does not move whereas the alayavijnana is 
dynamic. It is subjected to transformation. We just spent some time to discuss this 
point how alayavijnana can be changed from impure to a its original pure state. 

Alayavijnana is not static, it is like a stream. It instantly varies, variegates and is 
dynamic in nature. It moves like a stream; it is not a static entity. It is always 
changing. The Buddha himself said that the alayavijnana is like a stream. It moves 
with all its seeds and "I did not teach the alayavijnana to fools who may take it as 
soul." So this is another issue, which we did not address in detail. In fact all the 
profound teachings of the Mahayana with regard to alayavijnana, with regard to the 
emptiness of all things and so forth, have to be handled with care. The books of the 
Prajhaparamita, for example, should really have a label like 'caution', 'dangerous 
material', 'handle with care' etc. because people who do not understand emptiness 
correctly are destroyed. 
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Nagarjuna says, "emptiness wrongly understood is like a snake wrongly caught." This 
is from the parable of water snake that we talked about from the Alagaddupama 
Sutta. If you take emptiness in a wrong way you are going to come to grief and find 
yourself in trouble. It is like a magical formula wrongly performed. There is a story in 
Western folklore. A pupil was to carry water for his master. He performed a spell by 
which a broom was carrying water for him. For a while it worked well but pretty soon 
there were too many buckets of water. Now the pupil decided to stop the broom 
bringing more water by chopping the broom into tiny pieces. But instead of stopping 
the spell each tiny pieces turned into a broom and started bringing more water. 
Likewise, there is trouble if the magical spell is performed in a wrong way. In the 
same way, emptiness wrongly understood can create trouble. And if dlayavijhdna is 
wrongly understood, it can also cause trouble. You need to take quite a lot of care. 
And of course, it was different fifteen hundred years ago, two thousand years ago 
when students could approach masters, and the masters understood the students 
state of mind and taught them accordingly. There was no any danger of 
misunderstanding and practicing incorrectly. Nowadays, we no longer have that kind 
of control. Even in the extremely esoteric tradition like Vajrayana and so forth, we 
cannot help it. People can go to the library and find book on Vajrayana, find 
Vajrayana Sadhanas. They do not have right preparation. They do not have 
instruction from the master and they get into trouble. And people cannot 
comprehend them, misunderstand them and do not care what they do, after all 
everything is empty. And these are the things we need to be careful about. 

[/ do n'o think we need to worry too much about this group as we are serious practitioner and have the 
advantage of good environment] 

But when the Buddha said that he did not teach dlayavijhdna to fools in fear of they 
might take it as soul, this is an indication that this teaching has to be handle with 
care. You need to understand the sense in which the Buddha used dlayavijhdna. 
What the dlayavijhdna actually is? In order to understand it correctly you need to 
remember that its intrinsic nature is emptiness. It is just a designation for the sub 
conscious or profound depth of our consciousness or mind. Alayavijhana is again 
one of those elements in the Mahayana tradition that many people think of it as 
something particular to only Mahayana. But in fact, we have a very close kind of 
dlayavijhdna in the Theravada tradition, in the Abhidharma. That is a factor of 
consciousness known as the 'bhavdhga' consciousness. Vasubandhu in his exposition 
of dlayavijhdna specifically referred to the bhavdhga factor, the bhavdhga 
consciousness and he says that dlayavijhdna of the Mahayana is really very similar to 
the bhavdhga factor of the Buddhists of Sri Lanka, in other words, the Theravada. So 
even in the Theravada we have the element or factor of consciousness that performs 
many of the same function as the dlayavijhdna. It is the bhavdhga consciousness, for 
example, that preserves our identity, for example, when we are in coma. People very 
often do not understand the bhavdhga and the dlayavijhdna because of the 
terminology. The alien Buddhist terminologies are unfamiliar so we become afraid. I 
remember long time ago one English person wanted to see a ritual performed by the 
Tibetan Sahgha destroying a demon. This particular person was interested to observe 
this ritual and at the same time, a bit afraid of demons. So I explained him that the 
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demon, which is going to be destroyed is actually just an 'obstacle'. He was quite 
relieved to know that there was no any real demon involved in the ritual and if it was 
an obstacle then the ritual is good. Actually, the term 'vighna' is translated as demon 
by some translators. There are lot of these kinds of translations by early missionaries 
talking about demons and devils of Tibet. Mara in Buddhism is not a devil. Mara is 
simply defilement. 
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